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the working classes of France and England with an
enthusiasm for association which led to the foundation
of all kinds of communities of more or less collectivist
tendencies. Gropingly, after innumerable extravagances
and failures, the idea of co-operative distribution, which
was to become the keystone of the new structure—after
having been dimly glimpsed but immediately lost sight
of by two workers in Lyons, Reynier and Derrion, fol-
lowers of Fourier-—was defined and clarified by a disciple
of Owen, Charles Howarth, in 1844. Can Owen or
Fourier be given the credit for having invented con-
sumers' co-operation because their disciples, actually in
discarding their ideas, were to discover this new mechan-
ism of society ? Such a claim would be too far-fetched.
For fifty years little attention was paid to the new
institution. Even John Stuart Mill, notwithstanding the
interest he took in his later years in the welfare of the
working classes and his inclination towards a moderate
Socialism, cast only an idle glance at the consumers'
co-operative societies. He knew and described at length
in his Principles of Political Economy (Book IV, Chapter 7,
section 6) the Equitable Pioneers* Society, but he was
far from realising the originality of the system of distri-
bution which it practised. He considered the Equitable
Pioneers merely as a workers* association whose sole
purpose, like that of the producing co-operative societies
of 1848, was to provide work for the share-holding
workers and to distribute the profit between them. In
short, Mill did not get beyond the old idea of profit-
sharing by the Corkers. It is surprising that a man of
his standing as an economist should thus have con-
fused producing societies and consumers' societies, and
it shows how very difficult it is for contemporaries to
gauge the importance of new institutions founded under
their very eyes*
Some forty years ago, two contemporary writers,
Charles Gide and Miss Beatrice Potter (Mrs. Sidney
Webb), struck by the success of these bodies, realised
the trae originality of the new system and, as a result of

